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GEOGRAPHY

TYPES OF FARMING IN POLAND
JERZY KOSTROWICKI 1

Institute of Geography of the Polish Academy of Sciences, Warsaw

From the concern with commodity analysis, as well as the regional and landscape trends in agricultural geography, the typological concern arose in the last decades. This stresses analytical
and descriptive ( or physiognomic) approaches to agriculture rather
than the synthetic, and seeks to discover, distinguish, and occasionally
to arrange in an evolutionary order the existing and past types of
farming.
The first studies of this kind had appeared both in Europe (France,
Germany) and in this country already in the interwar period. A
series of articles on world agricultural regions published in Economic
Geography should be mentioned here. This approach was developed
strongly after World War II. Quite a number of studies have been
made, and new methods introduced in various countries. Many of
them were presented to the International Geographical Congresses.
Their shortcoming, however, is a lack of correspondence between
them, so that in most of these cases the results obtained are not
comparable. To elaborate however, a comprehensive study and classification of world types of agriculture on a uniform basis, which
would be desirable from both the scientific and practical point of
view, is beyond the capacity of a single worker or even one research
institute and requires an international cooperation on the level of
at least the I.G.U. Commission (Kostrowicki, 1957; 1960).
Thus the Polish study presented here is but one more attempt
to solve some methodological problems and to arrive at a typology
of agriculture for a single country. In the Polish study, a type of
farming is understood as being shaped under given natural conditions by particular social and economic processes: an ensemble of
ways, orientations, and results of farming. This definition requires,
however, some explanation. The following notions have been developed in Polish agricultural geography studies:
1. Object of farming, i.e. natural or physical conditions.
2. Subject of farming, i.e. social conditions (land ownership,
tenure, etc.) .
3. Way of farming; more precisely, system of farming, i.e. tech1
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nical and organizational aspects of farming ( cultivating, mechanization, fertilizing, crop rotation, etc.) together with intensity of farming measured by special formulas.
4. Orientation or direction in farming, i.e. the proportion between
various branches of farming (between crop growing and livestock
raising and between various crops or groups of crops and between
branches of livestock raising, measured by special formulas.
5. Results of farming, i.e. productivity (gross production per acre
and labor unit) and marketability (the cash part of gross production).
Following these definitions, the detailed typological sample studies
were carried on in some thirty counties in Poland. Those studies
were based first of all on detailed land use mapping (1: 10,000 or
1 :25,000). The method of mapping has been developed in Poland
after 1955 and was based on the general recommendations of the
I.G.U. World Land Use Survey Commission. In accordance with
those recommendations the scope of the studies was greatly enlarged
to meet local needs. The land use survey now in process contains not
only the general delineation of the main uses, but also such items
as land tenure, crop rotation, crop combinations, intensity of livestock raising, types of grasslands and the way in which they are used,
types of forests-their age and system of economy applied-types
of waters ahd their use, forms of settlement and so on. In addition
to the land use map containing all the details mentioned, the survey
collects all other materials necessary to distinguish the types of
farming and their components (Kostrowicki, 1960B).
Before discussing the results obtained by these studies, some general information should be supplied on Polish agriculture.
The natural conditions which Polish agriculture has at hand are,
in general, rather unfavorable. In spite of the fact that the country
is relatively flat and its climate is mild, most of the Polish soils
are poor: sandy and podszolized; rainfall on the central lowlands
is insufficient to grow many root and hay crops; the light spring
frosts very often injure orchards and gardens; hails and droughts
occur quite frequently.
But much more difficult are the social conditions under which
Polish agriculture, like that of some other Central European countries, had to develop. As in those countries, Polish farming was·
essentially a peasant, small-scale farming, depressed by rural overpopulation which had caused a growing pressure on the land. To
understand these phenomena one should be aware that the dense
rural population in Central European countries has been established long ago as an interplay of three dominant factors. One was
the amount of land that a family could cultivate under the primitive
methods of the past, the second was the amount of production on
which a peasant family could subsist according to prevailing standards of living and the third, the constant growth of rural population over the centuries resulting in the steady process of subdividing
of holdings, since there was little opportunity to find employment
outside of agriculture in feebly industrialized and urbanized areas.
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THE MINNESOTA ACADEMY OF SCIENCE

This developed to such an extent that peasant farming despite all
technological progress has preserved its subsistence or semi-subsistence character and proved to be incapable of being transformed
into modern, technically well equipped, commercial agriculture. Rural
holdings of commercial character were almost confined to the large
land estates. The strong pressure on land, however, brought about
the liquidation of this form of ownership through a land reform
partly before World War II but mainly after the War. Some of those
land estates, particularly those situated in over-populated southern
and central parts of Poland were split up among peasants, others
became state farms, the chief task of which has been to supply the
urban and industrial population with food products and the factories
with industrial crops such as sugar beet, rape-seed, etc. The state
farms now occupy some 12.1 % of the total agricultural area.
After 1949 a third form of land ownership was introduced, i.e.
the collective farms, and their number in 1956 attained some ten
thousand and 9 .2 % of the total agricultural land. Since in most
cases they were formed non-voluntarily but by pressure from local
authorities, the results of that action were rather unsuccessful. Thus,
when in 1956, a new policy was adopted most of them dissolved.
Those that survived were the most efficiently managed. They are
concentrated mainly in west central Poland (Greater Poland or
Wielkopolska) where the general level of agriculture is higher. Actually the number of collective farms now in Poland does not exceed
two thousand and they embrace only 1.2 % of the agricultural land.
From figures given above one can see that the main factor in
Polish agriculture is still the small peasant farm. These farms cover
85.4% of the total agricultural area, but from the point of view of
their size, the agricultural systems applied, the farming orientations
and the results obtained, they are far from being homogenous.
The smallest farms ( up to 5 acres) make 31.5 % of all private
farms and occupy 6.5 % of their area. Most of them are of a subsidiary character being personal lots of people employed outside
agriculture, but some 15 % of them, mostly located in the South,
are still the main source of living for their owners.
.
Dwarf farms (5-12.5 acres) making 32.5% of farms and 23.6%
of farm area, and together with the preceding group are not selfsufficient and before World War II yielded the greatest surplus of
the labor force. Now, if located in the industrialized areas these
farms belong often to the so-called "peasant-workers", i.e. "parttime" or "weekend" farmers. They usually have no machines, use
little fertilizers and rent horses from their wealthier neighbors. The
farms of this group are the most numerous in the south. As might be
expected this group sells very little products to the market with the
exception of certain suburban zones, where a special type of farming
is carried on.
Medium-size farms (12.5-35 acres) make 32.9% of all farms
and occupy 56.9% of this area. They play now a dominant role
in Polish agriculture and supply the market with most of the agri68
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cultural products. They are particularly numerous in the new northern and western territories where almost all farms created by the
post-war land reform fall in this class. Their technical equipment,
agricultural systems, intensity, productivity and marketability vary
greatly in various parts of the country.
Farms of greater size (above 35 acres) are rather few (3.1 %
of farms and 13.9% of land) their work being partly based on
hired labor. They are more frequent in west central Poland where
they are well equipped with machinery, fairly productive, and of
commercial character.
On the basis of analysis of their social status, systems of farming,
its orientation, productivity and marketability, the following seven
types of farming have been distinguished in Poland: ( cf. Table 1,
Map).
1. Technically most primitive and at the same time least productive are most of the farms in northeastern Poland. There still can be
found remnants of the three-field system of farming ( either as
classic three-field crop rotation with fallow or, more frequently, the
three field rotation with lupine or serradella sown into the fallow
land) Holdings are usually small or of medium size, fields are highly
fragmented. The grain or grain-root crop orientation, with rye or rye
and potatoes prevailing, dominates here. The part played by dairy
cattle raising is relatively important. The cattle and sheep are grazed
together on uncultivated meadows, pastures and on fallow land. The
productivity both per acre and per capita is low, as is the marketability based mainly on the sale of grain, dairy products and hogs.
2. Farming in the east central part of the country on the whole
bears similar features, being however somewhat more intensive and
having a higher technical level. Here, on the heavy soils, there i~
a four year crop rotation based on the Norfolk system, whereas a
three year crop rotation is practiced on the lighter soils. Grainroot crop orientation dominates here, most frequently rye and potatoes, and on the best soils wheat and potatoes or wheat and sugarbeet combination with a large volume of livestock raising (mainly
hogs). The productivity of this type of farming is low or average.
Marketability depends primarily on the size of the farm (most
medium size) and is based usually on the sale of hogs and to a
smaller extent on dairy products, grain and in some area of industrial crops ( sugar-beet, tobacco) .
3. Farming in southern Poland is characterized first of all by its
still existing over-population and resulting from it the dominance of
dwarf, highly fragmented farms. Here farming is fairly intensive
but technically primitive. Its main orientation is dairying with grain
and root-crops, with rye and potatoes or wheat and potatoes prevailing. In spite of the high intensity of this type of farming, its productivity per unit area is scarcely average and per labor unit very
low. The marketability mainly based on animal products is very low.
4. West central Poland (Wielkopolska) and the Opole region
(western Upper Silesia) are characterized by types of farming whose
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orientation, intensity and productivity although with less mechanization come closest to western European agriculture. Here farms are
usually larger and their owners more skilled, more rational methods
of farming are in use. The orientation is very mixed: usually grainroot with rye and potatoes, rye and sugar-beet, wheat and sugar
beet, barley and sugar-beet prevailing. The hog and dairy cattle
raising is well developed, as well as industrial crops growing ( sugar
beet and rape seed). The productivity is relatively high both per
unit area as per labor unit. The fairly high marketability (no overpopulation) is based mainly on sale of hogs, industrial crops, as well
as dairy products and grain.
5. A mixture of all types mentioned above appears in the western
and northern territories. This is due to the fact that these areas
are at present inhabited by newcomers who brought with them
their own traditional types of farming. As compared with the prewar period there is an increase of the share of plant production in
relation to animal husbandry, and a somewhat lower general productivity of agriculture with its commercial character preserved.
These areas show noticeable regional differences difficult however to
determine. They are connected less with the various physical conditions but more with the place of origin of the present-day dominant population. Undoubtedly, some new types of farming, more
closely :related to local conditions and less to the traditions brought
from outside, will develop there in the future. This process has already begun, however, its final formation requires more time.
6. Around the larger cities and industrial centers a cosmopolitan
type of suburban agriculture has been originated, characterized by
its high intensity but low degree of mechanization. Effective manuring reduces the role of crop rotation to a minimum. Here root or
root-grain orientation mainly with vegetables, vegetables and potatoes or potatoes and rye prevails with a heavy emphasis placed
on dairying. Locally orchards play a considerable role. The farming is
highly productive, its marketability being primarily based on the
sale of vegetables and potatoes, sometimes also fruits and flowers
as well as fresh milk for urban markets.
7. The State Farms and some larger collective farms have developed a type of farming of their own. Apart from regional differences a common feature of this type is a fairly high degree of
mechanization and the intense use of fertilizers. The orientation is
grain or grain-hay rather than grain-root crops with a high percentage of industrial crops (mostly sugar-beet and rape seed). The
part played by livestock raising is usually smaller than in private
farms and mainly beef and dairy cattle raising. Although their productivity per acre is below the average, measured per labor unit
is fairly high. Marketablity is high and comprises primarily grain,
industrial crops and meat. The location of most State Farms in the
northern part of the country which suffered great war damages,
errors in their administering, the lack of well trained staff and the
shortage of labor force, have all left their mark on the degree in
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TABLE 1. Some Data Characterizing Productivity of Various Types of Farming in Poland

Northeast
East Central
West Ceritral
South
Northwest
State Farms

Average Yields
(Quintals Per Acre)
Grains
Potatoes

Average Number of Animals
Average Number of
Per 100 ha. of Agric. Land·
Goltz Animal Units
Pigs
Cattle
Sheep
Horses

10-12
14-16
16-20
13-15
10-15
10-18

26-30
35-50
35-50
56-64
30-40
25-35

100-120
120-140
140-180
130-160
100-140
90-120

40-48
48-68
64-82
38-56
40-55
25-45

30-40
14-28
16-24
10-20
14-24

12-14
12-18
12-14
12-15
10-12
5-8

40-44
55-70
60-75
66-80
36-48
20-50

intensity, productivity and orientation of this type of farming. Much
better results are obtained on the State Farms in Greater Poland and
Silesia.
Generally speaking, the agriculture in Poland still remains on a
rather low level. The farming systems are fairly obsolete, the orientations often wrong and productivity and marketability of farming low.
Progress in the post-war period was limited mostly to the more
corri.mon use of artificial fertilizing to the increase of industrial
crops growing and the hog raising. More rapid development has
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occurred during the last four years due to the more careful attention paid to agricultural problems by the Government. This care has
been shown in a number of means (political, financial and organizational) and efforts aiming to improve the situation. As a result,
yields of grain crops and sugar-beets have risen sharply and exceeded
already the averages for the interwar period, the same can be said
about the rise in meat and milk production. The results of this action
can also be seen easily in the increasing level of living of the rural
population. In view of the intense industrialization and urbanization
of the country this progress is insufficient and Polish agricultural production still lags behind the growing needs of the increasing numbers of the non-agricultural population.
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